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words being said, I had to follow the 
unspoken signs. 
I met the eyes of a tall matron, 
whose round face peeked out of a 
wrapped head-scarf like a hen out of its 
nest. Her eyelids trembled slightly as 
she withdrew her gaze to look at a group 
of younger women a way off down a 
side street. I signaled the wagon driver 
to wait and walked my horse in that 
direction, where the hesitant gazes 
eventually led me from group to group 
and on to an izba at the end of the lane. 
It was an old, crooked house. 
Even the logs composing its walls were 
laid unevenly, as if placed by a drunken 
builder. The man and woman standing 
in its doorway looked sad, but not 
desperate. They must have prepared 
themselves for their fate. Good. I hated 
tearful scenes. I couldn't afford to risk 
feeling compassion. 
I rode straight to them, and 
stopped my horse in front of their low 
wooden fence in visible need of repair. 
"Mistress," the old man said to 
me. "This is my youngest daughter." 
Sunset's auburn coat glimmered in 
the sun, making him glow like an ember 
fresh from the fire-pit. As we saw the 
first houses of the village ahead of us, I 
pulled him to a stop and patted his 
steaming neck. We had to allow my 
guard and the wagon to catch up with us. 
I had to enter the village properly, as 
befitted my station and solemn task. 
The heavy draught pair 
acknowledged Sunset with brief snorts 
as they worked their way up to us along 
the muddy road. This village was no 
different from others. Peasants in our 
kingdom never took time to fix the 
roads. 
Two files of guards alongside me, 
I made my way past the wooden huts 
that lined the muddy street. I bad never 
been to this particular village, but I knew 
where we were headed. The well. 
The small crowd gathered there 
watched us in silence. It was mostly old 
women, who had undoubtedly been there 
since morning to gossip about my 
arrival. After five years of being the 
Mistress I knew the game. Without 
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when it happened. 
I have no idea why he ever caught 
my eye. He looked like an ordinary 
village idiot. Perhaps, one banished 
from his own village for being too 
stupid. He pushed through the crowd 
with the absent smile of general 
goodness on his face, his clothes ragged, 
as ifhe had been wearing them for 
months. 
He found his way through the 
rows of gapers on the main plaza, that 
gathered to greet our procession into the 
city, and stopped right in front of my 
horse. People around him gave way to 
let us ride through. But he just stood 
there, gaping, his cornflower eyes misty 
with wonder, his straw hair sticking out 
in surprise. He stood so still that I had to 
pull Sunset to a stop not to run him over. 
I wish I hadn't done that. 
One of my guards raised his whip, 
but I stopped him with a gesture before I 
had time to think why. 
And then I made a mistake. I 
spoke to him, never realizing how 
dangerous it was to show any reaction at 
all. I opened a small crack in my 
defenses for th.is stupid village boy. 
Was it enough to matter? 
"You're in my way," I told him 
sternly. I always spoke sternly, when 
addressing a commoner. 
He smiled like a child who was 
offered a candy. He didn't seem to 
understand my words. 
And then I heard his voice. 
"You are very beautiful!" he said. 
The voice was so clear, so intense 
that, even though he spoke quietly, his 
words rang with echoes through the 
deathly quiet plaza. 
I had been told this many times by 
men much more impressive than him. 
And yet, these words had never meant 
anything to me beyond .a plain We were .almost back to the palace 
Her hair was dark blond, of the 
most common color one could find in 
villages. She had pulled it all back into a 
tight braid, and tucked it into her dress ( 
the usual village maiden hairstyle that 
came in handy when they did their 
work). What showed of her braid, 
though, looked thick enough to be 
pleasing when we would let her hair 
loose on the night of the Solstice. I 
leaned forward in the saddle to take a 
closer look at her face. Her features 
were regular enough to be pretty when 
she wasn't so upset. She looked very 
young and innocent through her mask of 
tears. My instincts told me she must 
indeed be a virgin, as the villagers 
believed her. Everyone knew that 
virginity was an absolute must. 
I straightened in my saddle, 
turning around to look at the frightened, 
expectant faces around me. The silence 
was almost palpable. It wavered in the 
air like a heavy woolen curtain. I could 
almost feel their anxiety upon me, and I 
couldn't afford to feel. 
"Very well," I said into the empty 
air. "Bring her along." 
Amidst the suppressed sighs of 
relief, I turned my horse and left the 
village. 
girl. 
The girl was wearing a plain linen 
dress that looked baggy on her. Her 
head was lowered, her hair covered by a 
dirt-gray, knitted scarf. She must have 
been crying, for her face was pale and 
her eyes swollen.. Behind her, in the 
darkness beyond the doorway, I heard 
muffled sobs and guessed, more than 
saw, the movement of other women, 
who were undoubtedly told to hide when 
I came to their home. 
"Remove your scarf," I told the 
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the Raven for his dwelling. 
The Raven- W$ asleep-on ms 
perch. He didn't stir when I walked in. 
He could be a very sound sleeper when 
he wanted to be. 
"You. look tired.Maryushka," 
Praskovia said as she followed me 
inside. Alone in my room, with the deed 
of the day accomplished, we saw no 
need to keep up the formalities. 
I turned to look at Praskovia's 
concerned face. Sometimes I wished I 
could forget who I was and hide my face 
on her large bosom, like I sometimes did 
when I was a child. Or, at least, to sit 
with her like we used to and talk about 
what was on my mind. But how could I 
tell her that I had been so shaken by 
seeing a daft village boy down on the 
plaza? What would she think of me 
then1 
She must be right. I was tired. 
AfteF a day's worth-of travel, I had-every 
reason to be. "It was a long ride," I told 
.her. 
"You need to eat," Praskovia said. 
"You are.so pale, Let me.send.scmeone, 
up with a bowl ofborsch." 
I considered it. She was right 
again. I probably needed to eat. But I 
felt no hunger. And, I couldn't bear to 
think of the fussy kitchen maidens 
invading my room with their 
cheerfulness that they tried so hard to 
hide in my presence. 
"Maybe later," I said. "I want to 
be alone." 
The handwoman stood for a 
moment, looking at me. I could sense 
her worry, but I distanced myself from 
it. T had enough emotions for one day. 
Fading to catch my gaze, 
Praskovia turned and walked towards the 
door in· smooth, graceful steps. She 
must have been quite a beauty in her 
youth. I wondered .if I would look -like 
I entered my circular room that 
occupied the entire top floor of the East 
Tower of the palace. Its gray dimness 
was soothing. Calm spread over me as I 
moved my gaze across the simple 
furnishings, including only the things 
necessary for my life and my magic. 
Basic, essential things (nothing that 
could induce feeling, that could bond me 
in any way). A low wooden bed; 
shelves, filled mostly with books, 
running along the wall; a tall, dark- 
wood wardrobe in the comer; a massive 
chest between two narrow windows, 
bearing the sacred objects for the 
Solstice Ceremony; the Mirror between 
the shelves and the door. And, of 
course, the part .of the .room chosen .by 
acknowledgment of the well-known fact. 
It never made me feel- like this. It never 
made me feel. 
"Can I come .and visit Y-OU .in the 
castle?" he went on. "I would very 
much like to talk to you," 
It was his eyes that drew me. 
Their cornflower blue held such warmth, 
such mischievous vigor as I had never 
seen before. There was wonder in these 
eyes equal to that of a child. And yet, 
there was also sorrow hidden within 
their depth. It made me want to come 
closer to him. To touch his hand. 
I had no time for this. 
I forced my eyes off his face and 
looked past him at the frozen crowd of 
onlookers. Then, I moved my gaze to 
the guard with the whip. 
"There is an idiot on the loose," T 
said. ~Get him out of my way." 
I urged Sunset forward. The 
mighty horse easily side-stepped the 
obstacle and walked on towards the 
palace. I heard a whiplash .and 
suppressed gasps behind me. but I never 
turned to look, 
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the blue depths of bis eyes pierced me to 
my very soul. 
I drew back, nearly falling because 
my feet weren't fast enough to move me 
away at the speed I desired. I shouted: 
"Stop!" to the Mirror, and his face was 
immediately replaced by the grayish 
mist. The Raven awoke on bis perch 
and shrieked hoarsely, trying to get my 
attention. But I could see nothing except 
the cornflower eyes, could hear nothing 
except those words, which, along with 
the soft undertones of his voice, sent 
shivers through my body: 'beautiful, 
beautiful, beautiful ... ' 
"How dare he?" I whispered. 
"How dare he tell me I am beautiful!" 
"Because you are beautiful, 
Marya," the Raven told me quietly. 
"The most beautiful maiden in the 
world." 
"lam not a maiden!" 1 retorted, 
the sound of the Raven's voice 
somewhat calming me down. Maidens 
are virgins, and by my Father's Death I 
was not a virgin! I will not be caught by 
these bonds! 
I wished I could see Father, draw 
strength from bis pale, handsome face, 
from the light in his hawk-like eyes that 
could drive the memory of the silly 
cornflowers right out of my head. I 
wanted to go to him, to touch his hand, 
to hear bis calming voice. But I didn't 
dare. I didn't want to show him my 
weakness. 
I knew what I had to do. 
that when 1 grew older. 
When the door closed behind her, I 
walked straight to my Mirror. 
As usual, its surface was misty- 
gray, reflecting nothing until a question 
was asked, As usual, I started with the 
question I had been asking the Mirror 
ever since I was twelve. 
"Show me the most beautiful 
woman in the world." 
The gray mist thinned and 
disappeared, revealing my own face. I 
knew I would see myself, and I could 
have simply asked the Mirror to show 
me my reflection, but I always found this 
simple ritual soothing to my pride. I 
smiled, and my face in the Mirror smiled 
back at me, pale and powerful. Mistress 
of the Solstice. Daughter of Death. 
It was the next question to the 
Mirror that made everything go wrong. 
"Show me my thoughts," 1 told the 
Mirror absentmindedly, watching the 
reflection of a tiny vertical line in the 
middle of my forehead, where the dark 
arches of my eyebrows came together, a 
line that wasn't there before, I watched 
my face disappear, watched the gray 
mist waver beneath the smooth surface 
of the glass, and then . . . 
I was staring into a pair of shiny 
eyes, blue like cornflowers, innocent like 
the eyes of a newborn baby. His 
freckled face was smiling, bis straw hair 
standing on end just the way it had back 
at the plaza. His lips moved, mutely 
uttering the stupid phrase from before: 
'You are very beautiful.' The sparkle in 
